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NOTES
TOlEraNcE aNd ElimiNaTiON iN WhiTmaN'S "laNd Of all idEaS": a cOmplEx prOSE maNuScripT aNd a prEviOuSly uNkNOWN lETTEr fragmENT located in the charles E. feinberg collection at the library of congress is a fascinating and previously unpublished document: on one side are two prose paragraphs that contribute to the first installment of "'Tis But Ten years Since," a six-part series that appeared in the New York Weekly Graphic beginning in January 1874; and on the other side is a fragment of a previously unknown letter. This manuscript, with its two separate intellectual units, illustrates the complexity of Whitman's methods of composition, highlights his fears about extremism, and illuminates his thinking about race. at another level, the document clarifies the challenges confronting the Walt Whitman Archive as we edit Whitman's writings. 1 Even with a writer as thoroughly studied as Whitman, we regularly encounter gaps in knowledge and in the published record.
as suggested above, the recto and verso of the manuscript have no clear intellectual connection uniting them. The verso reads: ¶ tThe nNorth too will get rid of eliminate (or rather has eliminated) from itself a hot, fierce, unreas[on]ing set squad of fanatics, men & women, with but a single idea,-in this land, of all the world the land of all ideas-also screaming in falsetto, as welcome a release, and elimination, in its way, as that the so the ^ disappearance of the sSouth from its fire-eaters.
The second paragraph, pasted onto the page, reads: ________________ ¶ [The fact is any theory of politics or statesmanship fit for the u.S. must be composite, tolerantmust be be very large.] ^ interestingly, in drafting this post-civil War document, Whitman reuses language first employed in "The Eighteenth presidency!" (1856)-"screaming in falsetto"-only to strike out the phrase. in "The Eighteenth presidency!", Whitman complained that the North and East had "swarms of dough-faces, office-vermin, [and] kept-editors," but he was disgusted with the South, too, where he found no end of blusterers, braggarts, windy, melodramatic, continually screaming in falsetto, a nuisance to These States, their own just as much as any; altogether the most impudent persons that have yet appeared in the history of lands, and with the most incredible successes, having pistol'd, bludgeoned, yelled and threatened america, the past twenty years into one long train of cowardly concessions, and still not through, but rather at the commencement. Their cherished secret scheme is to dissolve the union of These States. 2 after associating those "screaming in falsetto" with the South in 1856, Whitman reverses himself in the newly-discovered reconstruction-era manuscript to associate them with the North. yet, curiously, when this manuscript reaches print in "'Tis But Ten years Since" (1874), Whitman reverses himself yet again when he restores "screaming in falsetto" as a phrase but also restores its association with the South:
The North and West have had, and still have, their full share of bladder humanity, but in the old Slave States there seemed to exist no end of blusterers, braggarts, windy, melodramatic, continually screaming in falsetto, a nuisance to the States, their own just as much as any; altogether the most impudent persons that have yet appeared in the history of lands, and, up to 1860, with the most incredible successes, having pistol'd, bludgeoned, yelled and threatened america into one long train of cowardly concessions. The North, too, has now eliminated, or is fast eliminating from itself, a fierce, unreasoning squad of men and women, quite insane, concentrating their thoughts upon a single fact and idea-(in the land, of all the world the land of all facts, all ideas)-full as welcome a release here as the riddance there. By that war, exit fireEaters-exit abolitionists. 3 Whitman's oscillating remarks about "screaming in falsetto"-a slur on the South, then North, then South again-indicates that he was less concerned with blaming a region and more intent on attacking extremism wherever it was found: he saw fanaticism in both North and South as ruinous, and he characterizes both regions, interchangeably and negatively, via the falsetto.
(The "falsetto"-at times in the nineteenth century literally a castrato-lacked the wholesome sanity and "manliness" that Whitman valued.
4 ) Whitman's conclusion-"By that war, exit fire-Eaters-exit abolitionists"-says good riddance to both groups, the parallelism of his sentence suggesting they were equally unwelcome.
One of Whitman's assertions from "'Tis But Ten years Since" is especially curious: his claim that the North "has now eliminated, or is fast eliminating from itself, a fierce, unreasoning squad of men and women, quite insane, concentrating their thoughts upon a single fact and idea" [emphasis added]. The manuscript source for this line had put this into the future tense, "will . . . eliminate," only to add the parenthetical claim made in the past perfect: "(or rather has eliminated from itself.)" But by the time of publication in 1874, Whitman has altered it to an equivocal choice/combination of present perfect and present progressive: the North "has now eliminated, or is fast eliminating from itself." This groping for the right tense underscores the oddity that Whitman would be worried about ridding the u.S. of abolitionists well after the Emancipation proclamation and Northern victory in the War had made abolitionism a non-issue. it seems likely that Whitman was thinking about radical republicans and their extension of the logic of the abolitionist movement into the agenda of black suffrage and civil rights. This effort was already failing by 1874 and would effectively be dead two years later.
Whitman's declining sympathy for black people and reluctance to support black suffrage remain disturbing aspects of his career, and they are all the more puzzling because of the importance of cross-racial sympathy in fueling his early poetic development. for whatever reason, Whitman occasionally wished that problems he associated with black people would just vanish. he rarely used the word eliminate in his writing (he never used the word in his poetry-instead the focus there is on what can be encompassed, absorbed, included), yet curiously eliminate is present in his unpublished prose meditation "The problem of the blacks." There he asserted: "the blacks must either filter through in time or gradually eliminate & disappear, which is most likely, though that termination is far off, or else must so develope in mental and moral qualities, and in all the attributes of a leading and dominant race, (which i do not think likely)." 5 usually he wished to conceive of the meaning of the civil With the paste-on that he attached to the manuscript, Whitman moves from images of purging and screaming to loftier thoughts of a theory of statesmanship "composite, tolerant . . . very large," with the final two words underlined in red for special emphasis. The ideas here undergo some modification and seem to shape the prose notes in the "Two rivulets" section of Two Rivulets: "Of a grand and universal Nation, when one appears, perhaps it ought to have morally what Nature has physically, the power to take in and assimilate all the human strata, all kinds of experience, and all theories, and whatever happens or occurs, or offers itself, or fortune, or what is call'd misfortune." The sentiments in the "land of all ideas" manuscript are also consistent with the immediately following note in Two Rivulets on "Nationality-(and yet)." 7 By the time of Two Rivulets, the image has shifted from an emphasis on what needs to be eliminated in order to achieve the "composite, tolerant" whole, to an image of what needs to be "taken in and assimilated" to achieve the same thing (the paradox Whitman has to expunge from his own theory is that something needs to be eliminated in order to achieve composite wholeness). The manuscript thus allows us to see Whitman grappling with one of the major philosophical problems he considered throughout his career-america needs to be large enough to contain all its multitudes, yet he knows that at the margins, fanatical, hot, fierce, unreasoning groups will never tolerate their opposites (the civil War is the proof of that) and will thus keep america from its composite wholeness, its willingness to accept all ideas. 8 The incomplete recto of this newly discovered reconstruction-era document reads simply, "was amputated. i cordially recommend him." Based on the generic distinctions we are using for the Whitman Archive, one side is a prose manuscript, and the other is a fragment of correspondence, a letter of recommendation from Whitman for a soldier who suffered injury and amputation during the war. These six words feel unmistakably like a letter, somehow. and they serve to remind us that we are making judgments all the time when we encode documents and declare them to be one thing rather than another. What is the essence of correspondence? does it require salutation or signature? must it be mailed? does a note to a printer on a proof sheet, addressing that printer and signed by name or initial constitute a letter? What about a lengthy inscription in the front of a book, addressed, for example, "dear pete" and signed "Walt"? and finally what is the status of documents entirely in Whitman's hand but with closing signatures showing names different from Whitman's own? These scribal documents, now coming to light, are certainly Whitman-aided correspondence if not exactly Whitman's correspondence. all but entirely ignored thus far, these scribal documents are part of Whitman's biography and intellectual life, and so should be included in an expansive treatment of his writings.
The overall physical artifact, in the case at hand, defies any single generic description, and as we transcribe and encode the document and position it as part of the larger project, other editorial questions will certainly arise. further, the physicality of the document-an amputated document about an amputated soldier-serves as a stark reminder of Whitman's personal, yet national and social, record of the civil War. Whitman was haunted by what would be lost in all accounts of the War-he knew how much would be eliminated, amputated, even abdicated. The real war would never get into the books. instead we get fragments and suggestions, documents that in their torn and partial condition bear eloquent testimony to the power of loss. On one side of the manuscript, Whitman notes a soldier has lost a limb; on the other side, perhaps accidentally, he grapples with what needs to be amputated in america in order to make it whole again.
